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As always, the range of written response varied, with some essays being awarded full marks, whilst others struggled to achieve sustained clarity of expression. Examiners noted how sophisticated many answers were, given the time constraints involved, leaving them wondering what more could be written on a specific topic. Teachers are obviously very aware of the demands of the paper and these have been clearly communicated to the candidates.

The range of vocabulary used by the best candidates is wide and impressive. Certain worlds and phrases are almost 'standard fare': 'myopic', 'paradigm shift', 'glass ceiling' and the ubiquitous 'deprove' or 'deprovement' as an opposite from of 'improve' and improvement'. 'Aid' and 'aids' still continue to be confused. Spelling is very good, on the whole, although six years later the word 'millennium' is still frequently written incorrectly. 'Corporation' and 'co-operation' are also regularly confused, as are 'dependent/dependant'. Other problem words tend to be 'further', 'hierarchy', 'maintenance', 'myriad', 'occurrence', 'portrayed' and 'technology'. Tenses still pose difficulties for less assured candidates, as does the agreement between subject and verb. The word 'news' is often treated as a plural noun. Less gifted writers still find problems with the use, or omission, of the definite and indefinite article. 'Africa' is still often referred to as a 'country'. 
The structuring of most answers is generally good, with an attempt at balance. This can be handled rather formulaically at times, though, and even clumsily. Many candidates like to use the 'proponents' and 'detractors' approach which can sound a little awkward if the general use of English is limited. Some scripts simple change the perspective of the discussion with virtually no verbal signals, so that the reader is taken aback by what appear to be blatant contradictions of arguments that have just been put forward. Confusion can also arise when, in the same paragraph, a point is made, illustrated and then immediately countered or qualified before being taken up again. In the hands of less linguistically able candidates, this does pose problems for the flow of the argument.  
The quality of illustration is often a vital ingredient in discriminating between marks awarded to scripts.  Question 3 was a particular case in point this year. The phrase 'modern technology' was at the centre of the discussion, but Edison, Watt, the Wright brothers and Einstein still appeared, as did the tractor, the car and the atomic bomb. Whilst these were allowed, the best answers showed a real engagement with 'cutting edge' technology. Maslow's hierarchy of needs still manages to make a regular appearance. Similarly, in any crime-related question, somewhat outdated examples still recur. Top candidates not only express themselves fluently, but show a wide awareness of current affairs and contemporary development.  
The recommended length of answers is 500-700 words, although Examiners do not penalize candidates per se for going outside these parameters. However, it is undoubtedly a fallacy on the part of candidates to assume that quantity will make up for a lack of quality. The exact opposite is more likely to be the case.  The candidate thus penalizes him/herself. This is even true of introductions. Examiners are asked to make a brief comment on the introduction as this is often a crucial benchmark of the likely quality of the script. An over-long preamble, often containing unnecessarily pernickety definitions, immediately suggests a laboured style. Practice at writing effective and succinct introductions (which do not end by simply re-asking the question) would be time well spent. 
Comments on Individual Question
1. Charity in the modern world: 
This question did demand a more global view for a higher mark since the wording referred to 'the modern world'. Reference was commonly made to the Singapore Kidney Foundation and the problems that it had faced, whilst many candidates referred to multi- millionaires, such as Bill Gates who had set up a charitable foundation. Some Examiners also noted the slightly cynical slant in some answers that suggested that charitable acts were only carried out by students, for example, to create a favourable impression on their curriculum vitae.  Some candidates referred to 'aid', but did not always distinguish this from the concept of 'charity' since it can be motivated by other factors than altruism. In fact, the range of specific examples on a global scale, except for the tsunami, was relatively limited 
2. The relative merits of words and pictures:
Relatively few Candidates chose this option and the range of examples was once again very limited, with the 'Mona Lisa' figuring prominently. Also, there was vague reference to 'war photographs’, but few that were specific. One potentially interesting area was the impact of cartoons and their capacity to offend and caricature. A number of candidates referred to propaganda and the impact of literature, but the discussion lacked depth in most cases. The standard line was to claim that both language and pictures were complementary, but the clarity with which this argument was presented varied considerably in quality. 

3. Modern technology and its impact on the quality of life: 
This is was undoubtedly the most popular question and the one that elicited the widest range of marks. As noted in the general comments, focus on 'modern technology' was the key to success here and candidates who are in touch with recent developments had little trouble in illustrating their answers by referring to cutting edge gadgetry and techniques.  'Quality of life' was defined and addressed by the more precise candidates, but in areas of discussion such as medical technology, the examples tended to be very vague in more moderate scripts, 'vaccines' and 'surgeries' being the 'catch-all' words. There was a tendency to attribute longer life expectancy to non-technological factors such as better quality of care or nutrition, without any clear relevance to the question.  Irrigation as a means to producing better crops was frequently used as an example, but this is hardly' modern'.  Nuclear technology was another area commonly discussed, but as with medical technology the less precise candidate simply launched into a tirade about the moral evil associated with it, simply blaming such moral concerns on the technology itself in a sweeping way without considering the human responsibility for the use of technology for good or ill.  In a similar way, there was much sweeping generalization about the impact of the Internet.  Reading many scripts, one would come to the conclusion that the world is populated with anti- social, inarticulate robots who cannot survive in the real world since they spend all their time in a 'virtual' one and are devoid of all inter-personal skills. Whilst there may be a cause for concern here, such broad claims are hardly justified reality.  On the positive side, many candidates appreciated the ease, convenience and time-saving aspects of modern technology, whilst recognizing also the stress that often accompanies such developments, together with the fact that their benefits are not available to all.  Such a broad question demands careful selection of illustration with a precise focus on the actual nature of the question. A considerable number of candidates simply wrote about general advantages or disadvantages of technology without a close focus on the 'quality of life' issues.  Indeed, this question reflects the need to ensure 'quality rather than mere quantity'. 
4. The importance of geographical and economic boundaries: 
The best answers managed to consider both geographical and economic factors, although there was inevitably some overlap.  Many candidates used Singapore as a core example of the need to establish boundaries whilst taking a broader perspective. There was a tendency to treat this as a question on globalisation.  Whilst this was a significant factor in the discussion, there was a tendency in some scripts for the candidate to focus on this and lose sight of the actual wording of the question and its emphasis on national boundaries. 
The impact of modern technology was often cited as a means of breaking down barriers, with the exchange of information and the ability to conduct business and commerce across countries.  Whilst there is some validity here, it is vital to realize that travel, immigration and re-settling are not as easy as some candidates seemed to imply. Defence and population issues are factors requiring consideration, as well as the sheer impact of geographical features determining national boundaries and, indeed, the desire of many smaller states to assert their independence.  Trading blocs were seen as important developments in widening access and economic activity, but there was also a recognition that some protectionist measures were also being used where local economies were put at risk. 

5. Should crimes committed in the past simply be forgotten? : 
Many candidates showed a degree of sensitivity to criminals, such as young people or first time offenders, acknowledging the need to rehabilitate them into society. Regular reference was made to the 'Yellow Ribbon Project'. There was also a realization of the importance of distinguishing between the severity of crimes and the need to achieve a balance between punishment and protection of the public.  The quality and range of the examples, however, tended to be somewhat limited, with relatively few candidates, surprisingly, referring to crimes against humanity, such as genocide.  Some candidates took the word 'forgotten' literally, as though the question implied that some form of amnesia was required on the part of the public, rather than treating it metaphorically, and realizing the importance of forgiveness and rehabilitation. 

6. Preparation for future crises: 
This question was frequently well done, with effective organization of ideas. The best candidates kept the evaluative element required by the phrase, 'how far...? ‘ clearly in the forefront of their discussion. Areas of concern included global warming, defence issues, pandemics, terrorist threats and population trends. There was, in fact, a very positive response to the degree of readiness that was already in place. Examiners gained very interesting insights from reading some detailed and well-balanced assessments of the various situations being described. Many made effective use of recent examples in order to predict the likely effectiveness of future preparedness. 

7. A common language making the world a better place: 
Examiners noted very mixed responses to this question. Good answers discussed the possible benefits of a common language, such as ease of communication and less misunderstanding, and mentioned Esperanto or English as examples, Chinese was mentioned, but there was an awareness of the practical difficulties for non-native speakers of learning this tongue.  Trade, politics and travel were cited as aspects of life that could benefit, as well as saving money with the cost of translators. Good responses identified the risk to cultural identity, especially in the sphere of literature, whilst weaker scripts failed to realize that a lingua franca does not have to mean the total elimination of a national tongue.  The idea of 'making the world a better place' did result in some irrelevance, however. Whilst it is valid to argue that there are other factors, such as politics, ideology or religion, that divide people and cause conflict, it is important to place this discussion in the context of the language issue.  Good responses did this. 

8. Young people and politics: 
This question was generally well done, with an attempt at balance.  Reasons why many young people may appear apathetic include pressure of work; other interests; a sense that the views of the young tend to be ignored anyway, but also a general perception that the government is doing an acceptable job in safeguarding the country.  Some measures to generate interest were referred to, such as the work of political parties to engage the involvement of the young, and also the growing appeal of 'blogs'. Political education in school was not met with very much enthusiasm, however. 
9. Entrepreneurship and personal greed: 
Perhaps surprisingly, this was not a particularly popular question. Some of the answers made good use of illustration, although there was some misunderstanding about the nature of ownership on occasions and non-governmental organizations were used as examples. Once again, Bill Gates made quite a frequent appearance as evidence of an entrepreneur with a 'human face'. Generally, however, wider illustration was sparse, although some local names were mentioned. 

10. The significance of myths and legends: 
Few chose this question but those candidates who did select it responded very well indeed, with some insightful and evaluative examples, resulting in a genuinely engaging read. Myths and legends were rarely separated, but their cultural importance in providing a sense of national unity and providing a moral focus often stressed. 

11. Women and equal rights : 
This was a relatively popular question with the best answers clearly focusing upon the word 'never'. A standard approach was to look at the changing situation of women in various societies, in various contexts, such as the home, work and politics. Examples were quite standard, Margaret Thatcher, Indira Gandhi and Condoleeza Rice being the favourites.  However, religion was often cited as being a barrier to progress, as well as certain ingrained attitudes in developing societies.  Some candidates found themselves becoming rather tangled when attempting to argue that women should not have the same rights, but different ones, or that they already had a superior position anyway. 

12. The serious and trivial elements in newspapers and magazines read by candidates: 
This fairly popular question suffered from two problems when lower marks were awarded. Firstly, candidates did not adopt the personal reading approach that was clearly called for. Instead, they merely carried out an overview of the media in Singapore and its role and responsibility. Secondly, they tended to list the content of the various publications in a descriptive, rather than a discursive, manner, ignoring to various degrees the assessment aspect of whether it constituted serious or trivial material. There was some appreciation that such a distinction is somewhat arbitrary and subjective, a point well made by the more proficient candidates. Some, however, tended to list the standard examples, intended to impress, such as The Economist or National Geographic, with little real evidence that the candidate actually read such publications. Honesty is always the best policy, since superficial claims will rarely convince. A genuinely personal and detailed response will be rewarded. 
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Paper 2 – Comprehension 

General comments
In this year’s passage, entitled ‘Freedom’, the writer put the case that traditional notions of personal freedom needed to be re-thought in the twenty-first century. The passage raised a number of political and philosophical questions which candidates found stimulating, and it gave them an opportunity in the application question to discuss issues in relation to Singapore.  There was evidence that a number of candidates answered the application question before attempting the summary. The examiners wish to discourage this practice, which clearly disadvantages these candidates.  Longer answers to application question answers are not necessarily better ones, and the hurried or even unfinished summaries probably lost more marks than were gained by the priority given to the last question.  More importantly, the paper is designed so that the searching analysis of a large portion of the argument required by the summary will clarify for the candidate many of the issues which can be addressed in the last question, thereby improving its relevance. 
Comments on specific 
questions1. 
This was a straightforward opening question which most candidates answered sensibly: it tells the reader that the purpose of the revolutionary cry was to gather support… to unite… to inspire its hearers. The commonest error came from misreading the question as ‘What was the purpose of the French Revolution?’ which would have been a very ambitious opening question to ask. 

2. The phrase ‘rung down the centuries’ contains two elements, both of which were needed for a complete answer. ‘Rung down’ required some explanation of the kind of effect – stirring / powerful/ resonating/ influential/ had an impact etc. – while “down the centuries” added a time element – enduring / lasting / continuing etc. A number of candidates wrote that it was unsuccessful. This is undoubtedly true of the effect of the call for many parts of the world, but unfortunately it was not what the phrase tells us. 

3. Candidates are now very familiar with this style of ‘own words’ question and rarely make the mistake of relying on lifted key-words for their answers. Here, the ‘appropriate material’ to be selected was the sentence ‘But if my freedom interferes with or prevents yours, then either mine or yours has to go’. There are two ideas here which needed explaining: first, the idea of the incompatibility or opposition of individuals’ beliefs, desires or freedoms (the first two italicised words); and second, the necessity of compromise or restriction indicated in the second half of the sentence. 

4. Almost everybody understood that according to the passage in a democracy rulers are ‘chosen by’ election / votes. But almost nobody understood part (b), answerability by the prospect of being voted out at the next election. Instead, nearly all candidates went into some detail in describing what rulers do while in office to try to ensure that they will please their voters. Once again, it was a failure to read the question carefully which was responsible for a widespread error. ‘How are they answerable to those they govern?’is not the same as ‘What do they do to gain the approval of those they govern?’ 

5. There were seven rights listed in lines 23–25, but most candidates were able to select the two which matched phrases in the question. ‘Censorship of views’ of course denied freedom of expression, and ‘banning of demonstrations’ denied freedom of assembly. Candidates were permitted to express these rights in their own words, but answers which included more than one right were disallowed. The exception to this was the inclusion of ‘freedom of expression’ with ‘freedom of assembly’, since demonstrations are clearly held in order to express views. 

6. In this question it was essential to put the phrase to be explained into its context in the passage.  The author has said that talk of rights as God-given is ‘a statement of faith’. There can be no ‘rational’ argument (i.e. using reason or logic or looking for evidence / justification / confirmation) about something which is a matter of belief, that by its nature cannot be ‘proved’. 

7. First of all, the ‘contradiction’ between ‘liberty’ and ‘equality’ needed to be explained. Liberty for those who have natural advantages (of wealth, power, intelligence, authority etc.) inevitably means that they will secure more than others, thus negating the principle of equality. To show how ‘fraternity’ can solve this contradiction according to the author, answers needed first of all to show understanding of the notion of fraternity – compassion / care / desire to help others – and then state that the author believes such an attitude will lead to the voluntary sacrifice of natural superiority in the support and betterment of those who are less equal. 

8. The similarity between the new generation and the children in The Chrysalids lies in the phrase ‘interact and blend into a cohesive, whole society’. The differences lie in the means they have to achieve this end: while the fictional children have the ability to enter each others’ minds, the new generation have unprecedented technology to assist instant and intimate communication with each other. 

9. More candidates needed to realise that ‘aspirations’ are more than merely dreams, hopes or goals.  They involve the idea of climbing, reaching higher, striving for something, ambition. To “override” means to take precedence over – to outweigh / supersede / come first /prove stronger than. Most candidates contented themselves with vaguer words which described merely having an adverse effect, such as destroy / injure / suppress / neglect – and many others. ‘Transient’ was widely unknown apparently and produced many guesses, but few had difficulty in offering ‘explain’ or ‘justify’ – and several other valid answers – for ‘account’. 

10. The ability to recognise and separate out the bare bones of an argument from the surrounding illustrations and digressions is a key skill in life – and the summary question on the General Paper seeks to help candidates to acquire a skill which will be vital in their future studies. It is a demanding question, and should be approached carefully and systematically. Candidates might choose to underline on the paper the phrases which theyrecognise as the progressive steps in the argument, and then link them together in ‘own-word’ versions to produce a summary. 

From paragraph 2 the argument states that people accept the state’s authority for the security it gives them, both internally through the laws they have voted for and externally by its armed power.  Paragraph 3 is concerned with the relationship of the law to basic human rights and makes five points. Laws should not take precedence over basic freedoms, but there is debate about their definition, their origins, and about whether they should be overridden by the law in times of national or personal crisis. Paragraph 4 states that people are free to do what they wish providing they do not hurt others or themselves, but that the state will restrict the liberties of those who cannot or will not care for themselves – particularly if they waste society’s resources and fail to play their full part as citizens. 

Most candidates dealt with the first of the three paragraphs satisfactorily, but many lost their way thereafter and were unable to separate out the detailed illustrations (for example the list of human rights or the various conflicting assertions about their origins and authority) from the basic thrust of the argument, so that the word allocation was quickly used up before half of the summary had been attempted. 

There seemed to be more summaries which exceeded the word limit this year, both openly (with a correct excess word-count given at the end) or surreptitiously with no word-count or a quite false one. Candidates should clearly understand that examiners count their summaries and strike out anything over the 120-word limit. Failure to do this would be quite unfair on the majority of candidates who take great care to observe it. 

11.The essay in Paper 2 is quite different from that in Paper 1. Candidates are asked to consider the arguments put forward in an extended article (or contrasting pair of articles) and apply their understanding of these arguments to the requirements of the question they are asked about it. 

This year’s question asked them to say how far theyagreed with Cobley’s view that the best way to achieve personal freedom was to surrender it to the state. To emphasise the requirement to base their response on what they had read, the question included the instruction to ‘explain where and why you agree or disagree with the author’. Many of these ideas had been explored in the previous questions, which is why it is essential that this application question be left until the candidate has worked through the rest of the paper – it should never be tackled first! 

Among Cobley’s assertions which were open to challenge or agreement were: individual freedoms are necessarily mutually incompatible; personalfreedom should be surrendered in return for the security guaranteed by the state; human rights have no undisputed authority or validity in extreme circumstances; democracies work on the ‘harm principle’ of freedom for individuals from state intervention providing they do not hurt others or themselves; all humans have the same desires and needs; true Fraternity will resolve the inherent contradiction between Liberty and Equality; government represents the best and wisest of its citizens; desire for privacy is anti-social; modern technology leads to a more cohesive society, etc. 

Good answers referred to at least three of these ideas, commenting on them and making judgements supported by appropriate illustration and example. Many candidates did this, demonstrating an impressive knowledge of world affairs in their examples and the ability to argue coherently. Many were in sympathy with much of the earlier part of the article, but found Cobley’s final views too idealistic or reminiscent of failed ideologies. However, many others seized on references to the balance which needs to be struck between freedom of expression and the demands of national security as a springboard to write at undue length on the general political situation in Singapore. Many of these essays might have appeared in Paper 1 under a title such as “How well is the balance between individual liberty and state control held in your society?” They were often very good essays in themselves, and relevant to some of the passage’s thesis, but because of their limited response to the passage’s many other ideas they had to be kept them to the middle range of marks (or below) for the question. 

